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Abstract

Interest in the nursing profession is grow-
ing in the United States (US). Currently, there
are more applicants for nursing school than
nursing school capacities can accommodate.
At the same time qualified applicants are
unable to enter nursing school related to pro-
gram capacities, 18% of admitted students
leave nursing schools prior to graduation. The
abundance of applicants should make nursing
school attrition, in the US, practically non-
existent. US nursing programs must deter-
mine more effective criteria for screening
applicants so that the students, most likely to
succeed, are admitted to programs.

Introduction

A nursing school admission process is an
intricately complex web of criteria used to
evaluate potential nursing school candidates.
Each school of nursing evaluates potential stu-
dents using a pre-designed admission formula
aiming to identify and admit the students most
likely to succeed. Evaluation of admission cri-
teria is an ongoing process as schools struggle
to find the combination of factors most predic-
tive of academic success. 

The discipline of nursing has been consid-
ered both a science and an art that demands a
myriad of knowledge, skills, and abilities.1

Nurses must maintain professionalism while
providing empathic, compassionate care to
patients in complex circumstances.2 Nurses
must be knowledgeable, safe, and competent
caregivers; and at the same time have a strong
academic foundation.2 The special blend of art
and academia present in nurses does not exist
in everyone. Competent nurses have an innate
ability to interact with patients at their worst
and partner with them to create the patients
greatest hour.1 Patients depend on competent
nurses to ensure their health and well-being
and it is the job of nursing education to foster
the development of competent nurses. The use
of effective evidence based admission criteria
by nursing schools may be the first step in the
development of competent nurses.

Nursing admissions 
and attrition in the 
United States

As interest in the nursing profession grows
in the United States (US), the number of nurs-
ing school applicants is significantly increas-
ing. However, a limited number of qualified
faculty and a shortage of clinical placement
sites have left nursing schools around the US
unable to meet this demand.3,4 According to the
National League for Nursing (NLN),3 in 2011,
80% of associate degree programs and two-
thirds of pre-licensure baccalaureate programs
turned away qualified applicants due to limited
program capacity.3 Nationally, in 2011, 36.6% of
qualified applicants to pre-licensure baccalau-
reate programs were denied admission solely
based on the number of seats available within
nursing programs.4

There are an abundance of qualified nurs-
ing applicants and high demand for admission
into US nursing schools, however, student
attrition is an ongoing problem. The average
first year attrition rate is 18% for pre-licensure
nursing programs.5 Williams6 noted that the
majority of nursing program attrition occurs
within the first year. A significant contributor
to attrition is ill prepared students who are
unable to meet the academic and clinical
demands of nursing curricula.7-9 This fact rais-
es a rather troubling question: If students are
meeting admission requirements, why are
they not prepared to meet the curricular
demands? While research has yet to pinpoint
why program attrition is so high, one might
hypothesize that large scale attrition indicates
inadequate admission standards as multiple
researches have positively linked students pre-
nursing performance to success in nursing
school.7-11 Attempts to solve the attrition prob-
lem in nursing education has led to significant
research into nursing school admission stan-
dards in the US.

Current research: academic
variables

Currently, there is a lack of consistency in
admission requirements between institutions.
Nursing schools individually select which cri-
teria to evaluate when considering a student
for admission. Most nursing schools use a
combination of quantitative academic factors
such as grade point averages (GPA), pre-requi-
site course grades, and standardized admis-
sion examination scores. No evidence based
guidelines currently exist for schools when

creating and evaluating admission policies.
Therefore, the understanding of what best pre-
dicts student success is limited. There is min-
imal research support to link specific admis-
sion criteria with an increased retention of
students in nursing schools in the US.

The majority of research into admission crite-
ria and attrition in nursing education focuses on
quantitative factors.7-12 Studies evaluating GPA,
standardized admission testing, and pre-requi-
site course grades predominate the literature.7-12

A quantitative research focus is likely because
the majority of schools use only quantitative cri-
teria for admission. While trends in academic
criteria have been identified, and recommenda-
tions made, attrition remains high.7-12 Thus
nursing education must begin to wonder: maybe
it is not all academic. Nursing education must
evaluate whether current admission standards,
focused on quantitative numbers, discern the
students most likely to succeed in nursing from
the students most likely to perform well on tests.
As a major component of program evaluation is
tied to a graduate’s ability to pass the National
Council Licensure Examination for Registered
Nurses (NCLEX) on the first attempt, US nurs-
ing programs are under enormous pressure to
admit students capable of succeeding on test
day.13 Knauss and Wilson12 point out that multi-
ple nursing scholars believe that admission
standards should select students most capable of
passing NCLEX. One could argue however, that
first time NCLEX success and becoming a nurse
who embraces both the art and the science of
patient care are not one in the same. Therefore,
if admission standards, focused solely on quan-
titative numbers, are unable to reduce attrition
do nursing schools need to change their focus.
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Current research: 
non-academic variables

Internationally, a small amount of research
into the inclusion and evaluation of qualitative
factors for admission into nursing school has
been conducted. Factors evaluated for effec-
tiveness included the use of admission essays,
admission interviews, academic self-confi-
dence, and personality indicators.14-18

Sadler14 examined the probability that
themes within an admission essay could iden-
tify students unlikely to succeed in nursing
education. The single site study of 236 newly
enrolled nursing students evaluated themes
within the students admission essays and
compared themes from the essays of com-
pleters to non-completers. Prior to admission,
the essays had been scored by members of the
admission committee and awarded a point
value between 0-20 based on essay: organiza-
tion, focus, development of ideas, standard
English usage, and congruency of the ideas with
values, norms, and behaviors of the nursing
profession.14 Each essay was scored by multiple
committee members and the scores were aver-
aged to give the student an overall essay score.
While there was no difference in admission
GPA for completers vs non-completers, admis-
sion essay scores of completers were signifi-
cantly higher than non-completers.14

Qualitative analysis revealed two main themes
that differed between the groups. Completers
often cited a personal experience with nursing
as the reason they wanted to be a nurse.14 Non-
completers did not include a personal experi-
ence with nursing but instead referenced
nursing as something to ‘do’, rather than to
‘be’.14 Sadler14 concluded that there was evi-
dence of identifiable differences in essays
written by completers vs non-completers. 

Despite the promising results of Sadler’s
research, additional subsequent research into
admission essays could not be found. However,
the trends Sadler14 uncovered are supported by
the research of Trice and Foster.15 A high attri-
tion rate had developed within a nursing
school and most students were citing values
and beliefs inconsistent with the profession of
nursing as a reason for leaving the program.15

Trice and Foster felt students had an unrealis-
tic view of the profession of nursing and found
that students who chose to leave the program
lacked a true desire to care for others and
embrace the role of a nurse.15 After the imple-
mentation of admission interviews, Trice and
Foster15 saw a decrease in non-academic attri-
tion. The interviews allowed faculty an oppor-
tunity to identify students who lacked a true
heart for nursing, a problem consistently noted
in the program before admission interviews
began.15 Identifying students who lacked a true
heart for nursing supports a theme uncovered

by Sadler14 as students in the non-completer
group wrote about caring, compassion, and
helping others as something nurses do rather
than a personal action.14

Research into the ability of an admission
interview to reduce attrition is mixed.
Ehrenfeld and Tabak16 and Trice and Foster15

both concluded that admission interviews
decreased non-academic attrition. However,
Timer and Clauson17 determined the opposite.
All researchers noted the immense amount of
time and resources needed to conduct inter-
views as a limitation of this particular admis-
sion criteria questioning whether a slight
decrease in attrition was worth the resource
allocation.15-17 While the interview process may
not be an effective tool to significantly reduce
attrition, studies exploring the admission
interview process may have helped to uncover
a missing link. Ehrenfeld and Tabak’s16 longi-
tudinal comparison of attrition rates for a
nursing program during the transition from
personal interviews, to group interviews, to no
interview showed the lowest attrition rates
when personal interviews took place. During
the personal interviews, candidates were
asked why they chose nursing. This question
was not used in group interviews.16 While not a
stated conclusion of Ehrenfeld and Tabak’s16

research, the increase in attrition seen after
the discontinuation of personal interviews
may be related to the elimination of this
screening question, which coincides with the
research findings of Sadler14 and Trice and
Foster.15

An underlying theme of research related to
admission essays and admission interviews
was the ability of each to evaluate students
with comparable academic performance and
identify which student most embraced the art
of nursing. Additional research into personali-
ty indicators, self-confidence and self-efficacy
support this perspective. Nursing schools
should be admitting students who can both
thrive academically and embrace nursing as an
art. In 2008, McLaughlin, Moutray, and
Muldoon examined the role of personality and
academic self-confidence in nursing school
success using Eysenck’s personality types.
Incoming students completed questionaries’ to
test their occupational self-efficacy and per-
sonality. Results of completers and non-com-
pleters were compared. Students whose per-
sonality highly favored psychoticism, as
defined by Eysenck, were more likely to be
non-completers. By definition, caring and
empathy are not typically seen in people high
in psychoticism.18 In addition, psychoticism is
typically descriptive of impulsive and apathetic
individuals who have less confidence in their
academic abilities.18 These individuals are
more likely to drop out in the face of adversity,
something commonly reported by nursing stu-
dents. Research by Seago et al.9 supports the

notion that individuals with minimal academic
self-confidence are less likely to be successful
in nursing school.9 Seago et al.9 found that a
student’s self-confidence was an accurate pre-
dictor of graduation from nursing school when
used in combination with academic admission
criteria.9 Research results conclude that non-
academic factors, specifically an individual’s
ability to live compassion, display empathy,
persevere through challenges, and be a nurse,
are essential to nursing school success.

Conclusions

Although studies into qualitative admission
criteria in nursing exist, current supporting
evidence is lacking. However, the research
demonstrates strength in the central underly-
ing theme of its findings: students who enter
nursing school prepared to meet its academic
challenges while embodying nursing as an art
are more likely to be successful.9,14-16,18 While
the importance of academic preparedness for
students entering nursing school cannot be
discounted, the presence of high attrition
despite quantitative admission standards can-
not continue to be ignored. While the science
of nursing and the complexity of healthcare
require that nursing schools admit the bright-
est and best, nursing education must not for-
get that nurses must possess a special blend of
scientific knowledge and critical thinking abil-
ity, while fostering a personal connection with
patients. Since US nursing schools currently
have an abundance of applicants, schools must
adopt admission criteria that evaluates poten-
tial nurses as both a scientist and an artist. If
nursing schools begin to admit students that
embrace, embody, and live the art of nursing,
attrition may decrease benefiting the profes-
sion of nursing and the patients’ nurses serve.
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